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Abstract 

Teaching and learning have been conducted in 

traditional ways and spaces, which for the time being 

has fulfilled many of the needs of students, teachers 

and societies. However, with the passing of time and 

the comprehension of different learning styles and 

societal needs, Innovative Learning Spaces have risen 

to challenge the traditional classrooms. Through a 

literature review and a critique of it, the importance of 

distinguishing and training teachers on the pedagogy 

used in these innovative spaces and the constructivist 

methodology to reach their objectives has been 

observed. This, in order not to fall into the error of 

having innovative spaces and maintaining traditional 

educational practices. 
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As times have changed, so have schools' 

designs and purposes changed. Responding to 

societies' social, economic, political needs and context 

(Tanner & Lackney, 2006). However, with more 

access and availability to technology and research, 

educators have become aware that students of this era 

need to develop the so-called "21st-century skills" to 

delve into a competitive and complex field towards 

higher education or work (Fullan & Langworthy, 

2014). 

Accompanying the increase in technology and 

research, educators have become more aware of 

different learning styles. Understanding that not one 

student and their learning style are similar to another 

is crucial. It could be argued that traditional 

classrooms cannot accommodate lessons designed to 

fulfil all the needs of these different learning styles. 

It could be suggested that innovative learning 

spaces could be the answer to this. However, within 

traditional classrooms, bright minds have also been 

developed. Before advocating for one or the other, it is 

important to understand the differences in concepts 

and consider evidence-based research to compare the 

pair objectively.  

 

Innovative Learning Environments versus 

traditional classrooms  

Traditional classrooms served and responded 

to the educational needs of society (Tanner & Lackney, 

2006). However, now we are aware of the 21st Century 

learning skills and the need for educational spaces to 

accommodate lessons that develop these students' 

skills (Mahat et al., 2018; Selwyn, 2014). 

Therefore, innovative environments are much 

needed. The first difference that it is worth noticing 

lies in the designation of the names of the physical 

areas where the teaching/learning process happens. 

One is being referred to as a space, and the other as an 

environment. This narrative change evokes the idea 

that the learning process could happen anywhere, not 

only in a specific room or space. When comparing all 

the previous definitions of ILEs to the suggested by 

Mahat et al. (2018), it becomes clear what the former 

definitions lack. To start with, it is notorious across the 

literature how authors put emphasis and protagonism 

to the space and the objects within.  

And that by changing them, educators would 

almost automatically adopt new pedagogies 

(Cleveland, 2016; Leiringer & Cardellino, 2011; 

Osborne, 2016; Tanner & Lackney, 2006). As I stated 

previously, teachers are creative and innovative, 

regardless of the spaces they are provided. Overall, I 

agree with what Mahat et al. (2018) proposed in their 

definition that for a space to be classified as an 

Innovative Learning Environment (ILE), there must be 

a combination of innovative design with innovative 

teaching and learning practices. If a lesson is being 

delivered traditionally within an innovative 

environment, the purpose of having the latter would be 

pointless. 

Some authors defined that an ILE aspect was 

adopting technology within these spaces (Cleveland 

2016; Ramsden & Entwistle, 1981). However, 

understanding that ILE’s are responsive to prepare 

students with complex skills for the 21st century 

(Collin & Apple, 2010) is understanding that within 

this process comes acquiring and using technological 

skills. Therefore, incorporating the usage of 

technology in the definition seems repetitive and to be 

stating the obvious.  Another point that a definition of 

ILEs suggests is the fact that the environment should 

enhance student-centredness and autonomy (Tobias & 

Duffy, 2009). 

Educators have to meet specific educational 

goals, where student’s knowledge meets assessments. 

Assessing the type of pedagogy needed for each lesson 

and having the correct environment to facilitate this 

should be at the core of ILEs. Therefore, if there is a 

need for a traditional classroom, there should be one 

as, according to Mahat et al. (2018), ILEs respond to 

teaching and learning needs. 

Innovative learning environments allow 

teaching and learning practices to cater to individual 

differences rather than the factory approach: one size 

fits all. Social participation and collaboration are 

important factors that help shape learning and 

knowledge within students. The learner makes sense 
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of the world and adapts their learning through 

collaboration with their peers. Autonomy is also a 

crucial part of the educational rationale for ILE's.  

Learner autonomy is significant because it 

allows the student to take and implement decisions 

concerned with their learning. Specifically, these 

innovative learning environments aim to provide 

students with a choice of space that would enable them 

to own their responsibility in their learning process 

(Imms et al., 2016). When deciding on the space and 

how they want to learn, the learner adopts critical 

thinking and problem-solving skills that will prepare 

them for higher education and job settings where 

learning must be done autonomously. In addition to 

this, and as a direct relation to autonomy, the pedagogy 

and the teachers' role changes. The teacher becomes a 

guide rather than the owner and provider of knowledge.  

Overall, it appears that the topic of discipline 

is somewhat missing from the published literature. It 

seems that most of the research is done under the 

assumption that students gladly want to learn, which 

could perhaps be a reality in a perfect world. However, 

the reality is that by providing too much autonomy or 

independence to the students, they could become 

distracted with other things and worse, they could 

become a distraction to other learners. Moreover, on 

the broader picture, it could make the task of following 

up on their development and the year-level curriculum 

very challenging for the teacher. 

This problem could be tackled by teaching 

students the different ways of learning and helping 

them to become self-aware of their learning styles. 

However, this puts more content into the already 

crammed curriculum. This possible “solution” also 

means that teachers should complete more 

professional development to have this knowledge 

before passing it onto their students.  

Another aspect that is part of the ILE’s 

rationale is the flexibility and that learning could 

happen everywhere. However, incorporating ILE’s 

without ongoing professional development will result 

in teachers returning to the old practices they know and 

feel most comfortable with. And this will then further 

result again in what happened in the 1970s, building 

walls. Without such professional development 

opportunities, education is doomed to repeat its past 

errors (Imms et al., 2016). Constructivist principles are 

the base and rationale of these innovative spaces. 

Therefore, professional development should not only 

be about how to use these spaces but about the theories, 

the origin, the pedagogical science behind them, and 

then moving forward to how to use them to the most 

of their potential.  

If the teacher understands the space's rationale, 

they will have the correct tools to shape their lessons 

according to the constructivist goal. It is not the space 

that needs to be changed, but the culture and the 

leadership within the schools. 

There seems to be a pattern in the literature in 

which the traditional classroom is equated to a “box”. 

Within this box, there is a front where the teacher 

stands and starts sharing the knowledge. Moreover, 

there is also an assumption about the pedagogy used in 

these spaces, which is the teacher-centred one. 

This pedagogical approach is traditionally 

classified as the authoritarian, didactic teaching 

approach due to the fact that the teacher decides what, 

how and when to teach, and the students are the 

passive recipients of this information.  

The where is not discussed, as there is only one 

option where the learning process could happen in this 

situation, which is in the traditional classroom (Beare, 

2001; Cleveland, 2016; Fielding, 2000; Mahat et al., 

2018; McGregor, 2004). It was also argued that due to 

the lack of physical space in traditional classrooms, the 

experiences that students could have, and the learning 

modalities, are restricted, limited and narrow (Fielding, 

2000; McGregor, 2004). In contrast to the trend that 

these current authors adopt, assuming almost 

unequivocally that the only type of pedagogy in 

traditional classrooms is a teacher-centred one, in the 

1970s, McClintock & McClintock (1970) had already 

stated that school architecture could only provide us 

with the opportunity to infer about pedagogical 

practices.  

I believe that the ideas and the use of specific 

vocabulary from these authors are clear and positive. 

Overall, teachers make the most out of the resources, 

environment and spaces available. Specifically, if the 

only ‘place’ provided is a ‘traditional’ classroom, this 

already sets up or inclines the teacher towards one 

specific type of teaching method and pedagogical 

approach.  

Although this setting can provide a challenge 

to break free of traditional teaching methods and 

practices, there have been instances in my own 

teaching experience that I planned lessons in which I 

used a learner-centred pedagogy to facilitate learning 

opportunities. And this was all done within the 

traditional classroom because it was the only space 

available. Through my example and teaching 

experiences, it can be demonstrated that teachers’ 

creativity and willingness to adopt a student-centred 

approach prevail over the type of environment 

available.  

Objecting to the statements that Imms et al. 

(2016) have detailed, that the architecture is moving 

faster than the ability of teachers to utilise the new 

spaces, I believe that an updated educator can apply 

innovation and creativity to their practices. An 

educator can develop engaging lessons much faster 

and with much more flexibility than the architecture 

could accommodate. 

This is because, unlike architecture which is 

more of a medium or platform to facilitate education, 

the educator vital and variable. That is, subject to 

change in the form of learning and application, but also 

in the form of creativity, they are not rigid and fixed, 

like the architecture. 

Conclusion 

Teaching and learning have been conducted in 

'traditional' ways and spaces, which for the time being 

has fulfilled many of the needs of students, teachers 

and societies. However, with the passing of time and 

the emergence of different learning styles and societal 

needs, ILEs have risen to challenge the traditional 

classrooms. 

ILEs promote a greater degree of openness 

within the physical space, more accessibility and 

flexible furniture. They also promote stronger 

characteristics for learning, such as autonomy and the 

use of different pedagogies. A shift in how the teacher 

is viewed is also noted. Within these learning elements, 
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lifelong outcomes with 21st-century skills are 

generated within students. 
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